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After a playing career that saw him represent 
Nottingham Forest, Liverpool, Manchester City 
and England, Nigel Clough moved into non-
league football as player-manager of Burton 
Albion. He led the club from the seventh tier 
of the English game to the brink of promotion 
to League Two before leaving to follow in the 
footsteps of his famous father, Brian, and take 
over as manager of Derby County. 

He subsequently served as manager of 
Sheffield United, where he was voted the  
LMA’s FA Cup Manager of the Year in recognition 
of United’s run to the semi-finals of the 
competition in 2014. The following season, 
Clough also led the Blades to the semi-finals  
of the League Cup. 

He returned to Burton Albion in December 
2015, finishing the season as runners-up in 
League One and leading the club to promotion 
to the Championship for the first time in its 
history. His two stints as Burton manager saw 
him take charge of more than 900 league games.

Clough was appointed manager of Mansfield 
Town in November 2020.
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“Our players always engage 
with this session because 
it is based on lots of quick 
decisions in tight areas”

SESSION 

FINISH THE ATTACK
This session is all about link-up play in 
the final third of the pitch and it focuses 
on attacking crosses and finishing, 
whilst encouraging players to use good 
movement and the correct weight of 
pass. It also tests the decision-making 
of the team.

Our players always engage with this 
session because it is based on lots 
of quick decisions in tight areas. It’s 
very important to practise this sort of 
training session on a regular basis, as its 
main principles can easily be replicated 
in a game situation, which is the aim of 
any good session plan.

We tend to use this session the day 
before a game because, generally, we 
don’t want to cover too much distance 
that close to a match. 

After evaluating the session with the 
players, it seems that they enjoy it and 
get a good return from its main focus.
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We set up a playing area made up of two penalty 
boxes separated by a five-yard channel running 
the width of the penalty areas. A full size goal and 
goalkeeper are positioned in their usual position at 
each end. 

We’re using 16 outfield players, split into four teams 
of four. A defending team starts in each penalty box, 
an attacking team starts in the central channel, and 
the members of the fourth team are positioned with 
one on each side of the two penalty boxes, as shown, 
and they support the attacking team from the outside.

END-TO-END SHOOTING GAME

[1a]

NIGEL CLOUGH
FINISH THE ATTACK

Play starts with a server passing the ball into the 
attacking team in the middle channel. On receiving  
the ball from the server, the attacking team enters  
the penalty area and tries to score a goal. 

If needed the attacking team can opt to use the 
support of either of the two players on the outside 
of the penalty area to create a 6v4 attack, as shown 
[1a]. The outside players can be used to link play with 
short passes or they can fire crosses into the penalty 
area. When the ball is played to an outside player, the 
attacking players can work on their movement and 

Area:  
41x44 yards
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones,  
2 full size goals

Number of Players:  
16 players + 2 goalkeepers
Session time:  
End-to-end shooting 
game: 20mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

Play starts with a coach 
serving the ball into the 
team in the middle channel 

On receiving 
the ball from 
the server, the 
blue attacking 
team enters 
the penalty 
area and tries 
to score

The blue 
attacking 
team can use 
the support 
of either of 
the two green 
players on the 
outside of the 
penalty area 
to create a 
6v4 attack

The red 
defending 
team and the 
goalkeeper 
should try to 
defend against 
the attack
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[1b]

NIGEL CLOUGH 
FINISH THE ATTACK

timing of runs to be able to attack and finish from a 
cross, as shown [1b]. The defending team of four and 
the goalkeeper should try to defend against the attack.

If the attacking team scores, they are rewarded by 
retaining possession. They restart the practice with a 
new ball served into the central channel and they then 
attack the defending team at the opposite end.

If the defending team wins the ball they can 
immediately break out of their penalty area and 
counter-attack, with all four players in the team 
making supporting runs to join in and create a new  
6v4 attacking overload situation at the opposite end, 
as shown [1c]. If this happens, the attacking team that 
just lost possession replaces the counter-attacking 

team to become the new defending team ready to 
defend when the attack next comes back their way.

Once the players are used to the basics, we would 
progress the session by allowing the defending team 
to go press and engage the supporting players on the 
outside of the area, as shown [1d]. They could try to 
block crosses and stop clever attacking link-up play.

To progress the session further, if the attacking 
team loses possession we would allow them to 
counter-press to win the ball back in the area they 
lost it. If they succeed in regaining possession, they 
can continue to attack the same goal, as shown [1e].

As this game is performed at a high intensity, we 
would play just four games of five minutes.

[1c]
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“The attacking 
team can use 
the support of 
either of the 
two players 

on the outside 
of the penalty 
area to create 
a 6v4 attack”

The outside 
players can 
be used to 
link play with 
short passes 
or they can fire 
crosses into 
the box 

The blue 
attacking 
players should 
use good 
movement and 
well-timed runs 
to try to finish 
from the cross

If the attacking 
team scores, they 
keep possession 
and are served a 
new ball to attack 
the other end

On losing 
possession, the 
blue attacking 
team switches 
roles with 
the reds and 
becomes the 
new defending 
team. They must 
be ready for the 
attack to come 
back their way

If the red 
defending team 
wins the ball, 
they immediately 
break out of their 
penalty area and 
counter-attack the 
other end
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NIGEL CLOUGH 
FINISH THE ATTACK

[1d]

[1e]

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look for?
In terms of technical skills, we want to see players 
using the right weight of pass and employing an 
effective finishing technique. We also want to see, 
good attacking movement to get on the end of 
crosses and through balls.

Tactically speaking, we want to see players making 
the correct decisions in the final third. They should 
demonstrate that they know when to link play, when 
to make movement to create space and how to finish 
accurately from central and wide areas.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
A typical mistake players make is showing a lack of 
composure in the final third. They can also make 
the wrong decisions on the ball and employ poor 
finishing technique when under pressure.

How would I put this in a game situation?
This session can be replicated in any type of 
practice, as long as the focus is on the key 
principles that we are trying to achieve. This activity 
can be used to lead into an 8v8 small-sided game 
or a full 11v11 practice.
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“We want to 
see players 

using the right 
weight of pass 
and employing 

an effective 
finishing 

technique”

Progress the 
session by 
allowing the 
defending team 
to go out, press 
and engage 
the supporting 
players on the 
outside of the 
penalty area

To progress 
further, if the 
attacking team 
loses possession 
allow them to 
counter-press 
to win the ball 
back in the area 
they lost it. If 
they succeed 
in regaining 
possession, they 
can continue to 
attack
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